Attentional biases in chronic pain associated with rheumatoid arthritis: hypervigilance or difficulties disengaging?
There is evidence that pain patients demonstrate attentional biases toward some pain-related stimuli (eg, sensory words) and not others (eg, affective words). However, whether individuals in chronic pain caused by rheumatoid arthritis (RA) also demonstrate this bias has not been investigated. Further, within the pain literature, whether these biases reflect hypervigilance or difficulty disengaging from stimuli remains contentious. The present study aimed to determine (a) whether RA patients demonstrate an attentional bias to sensory pain words; and (b) whether this bias is a result of hypervigilance or failure to disengage from the stimuli. RA patients showed a bias toward sensory words and away from threat-related words. The effect for sensory words resulted from slowed performance on incongruent trials (ie, difficulty disengaging), whereas the bias away from threat words resulted from faster responses on incongruent trials (ie, avoidance of threat). The pattern of attention biases in RA patients is very similar to those found in patients with chronic pain. At least in RA, attentional biases appear to be related to a failure to disengage from pain-related words rather than hypervigilance. There is continued debate about whether these biases are caused by hypervigilance toward pain stimuli or difficulty disengaging from pain stimuli. This study shows that in a group of RA patients, attentional biases toward pain are caused by difficulty disengaging rather than hypervigilance.